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Youth in a suspect society, by Henry A. Giroux, New York, Palgrave
Macmillan, 2009, 237 pp., £26.00 (hardback), £18.99 (paperback), ISBN 978-
0-30-61329-4 (hardback), ISBN 978-0-23-010870-7 (paperback to be
published December 2010)
In the field of critical pedagogy, Henry A. Giroux is an elder statesman of
American education. For over two generations, educators have been urged by
Giroux to take seriously the call to help their students ‘to become critical
agents who actively question and negotiate the relationships between theory
and practice, schooling and everyday life, and the larger society and the
domain of common sense’ (p. 131). Young people who have been taught to
think, who can critique the civic and social injustices that are the outcomes of
the neoliberal/conservative economic order will, according to Giroux, be able
to better exercise their own democratic rights and fight for social justice within
America and globally.
His thesis remains largely unchanged in this 2009 text. Here, in an intro-
duction and four chapters, Giroux again reworks the argument that something is
deeply wrong in the USA, and that, to address this, informed citizens, artists,
intellectuals, students, collectively need to develop a new analysis to resist the
neoliberal agendas and fight for a social democracy. This, he suggests, is the way
to re-ignite a commitment to the public good, to build ethical communities and
civic pride, and ensure that no fellow American will be viewed as a ‘disposable’.
Citing key theorists, from John Dewey to Zygmunt Bauman, Lawrence
Grossberg to Jacques Derrida, Michael Foucault and Judith Butler (to name
only a very few), he weaves together a wide range of arguments to make his
case that democracy in the USA, in the second decade of the twenty-first
century, is under serious threat. As in an earlier text, The Abandoned Genera-
tion, here he holds neoliberal ideologies to account for the dissolution of demo-
cratic practices, the ‘privatization’ of social problems and the demonization of
youth as either mindless consumers or ‘troubling, reckless and dangerous
persons’ (Giroux 2009, p. 3).
The ‘new gilded age’, a key image he uses throughout, is a reference to an
era in nineteenth-century America that saw the uninhibited rise of capitalism,
*Email: acallard@deakin.edu.au
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
0:
23
 1
0 
De
ce
mb
er
 2
01
0
828  Extended review 
directly linked to rapid growth of new settlements across the nation, of manu-
facturing industries, and of railroads that brought the goods to markets and
which were often financed by loans to individuals through unregulated finan-
cial institutions. This era produced a wealthy and powerful class, the ‘Robber
Barons’. In the twenty-first century, ‘rampant unregulated capitalism, merger
mania, and a new class of Robber Barons dressed up as corporate power
brokers with enormous political influence’ (p. 8) has resulted in a ‘new gilded
age’. Like their forebears of the nineteenth century, Giroux argues that this
wealthy elite now hold sway over politicians, setting directions that privilege
their own agendas to the detriment of those less well off.
The project that Giroux sets out to explore is summarized in his introduc-
tion as: 
… youth as a political and moral category is central for engaging and
reclaiming the purpose and meaning of education as a democratic public
sphere. This means recognizing that a future in which democratic possibilities
will flourish can become a reality only if young people are provided with the
knowledge, capacities, and skills they need to function as social agents, active
citizens, empowered workers, and critical thinkers. Such a task must begin by
examining the degree to which anti-democratic tendencies now threaten the
capacity of public schools and higher education to educate subjects who can
think, act and struggle for a future that does not repeat the authoritarian
present. (p. 23)
Chapter One, ‘Born to Consume: Youth and the Pedagogy of Commodifica-
tion’, opens with a somewhat truncated history of the ‘culture of childhood’
from the nineteenth century onwards in order to highlight what he sees as the
current depleted status of childhood today. Giroux argues here that ‘children
constitute the primary index through which a society registers its own mean-
ing, vision and politics’ (p. 27) and sees the treatment of young people in the
USA as both a symbol and a product of the oppressive and exploitative
machinations of neo-liberalist governments and out of control corporations.
American young people are no longer valued for their potential to become
contributing citizens in a democratic nation. Instead: 
the complex machinery of pedagogy, media and politics is now largely mobi-
lized to demean and punish rather than protect and nurture children. For many
young people the future is bleak; the roles now open to them, as defined by
commodity markets, shift between slacker employees and flawed consumers, or
simply fodder for the human waste-disposal industry. (p. 28)
This image that constructs humans as waste products is borrowed from
Bauman (2007). In a society where consumption is everything, youth have
been divided into those who have the funds to consume and those who do not.
Those who do not, or rather cannot – that is, the poor, the homeless, the
convicted, the illiterate – are unwanted and unneeded; Giroux names them as
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those who are deemed to be ‘disposable’ in the neoliberalist world. This serves
as an evocative image used throughout the text.
Another key tenet that is central to his argument is encompassed in a
phrase he uses frequently in Chapter One: that of the ‘pedagogy of commodi-
fication’. According to Giroux (or more correctly the multiple sources he cites
in his hundreds of endnotes), this is composed of a marketing process that
directly engages with youth, promoting a form of ‘anti-adultism’. Children
are taught that adults are boring, useful only as a source of funds. In positing
this as part of the commodification of the young, this marketing strategy aims
to free youth from the ‘mediating influence of the adult gaze’ (p. 51) and
seeks the social expulsion/repudiation of those young people who do not have
the money to be consumers. Commodification also entails using young people
to market products to their peers, as researchers into what is ‘cool’, and as
extensions of branding themselves through the purchase of labels and logos.
In doing so, Giroux believes, young people contribute to their own self-harm
through such commodification. Some of the examples he provides of corpora-
tions’ insidious marketing to children and youth work clearly support this
argument.
But which comes first? Access to money (and teenagers have been recog-
nized as a distinct consumer market from at least the1950s) or advertising that
targets those with money? Data from Barber (2007) is used to demonstrate
just how wealthy some young people are. For example, in 2000, 31 million
American young people between 12 and 19 years of age had $155 billion
dollars to spend. By 2004, 33.5 million kids had access to $169 billion –
approximately $91 per kid. Such statistics are used as evidence of a ‘corporate
assault on kids … seen in the reach, acceleration, and effectiveness of a
marketing and advertising juggernaut that attempts to turn kids into consum-
ers …’ Having money to spend is a priori for becoming a consumer – so
which is the cause, which the effect? Clearly, there is a cohort of young people
who do have access to wealth and this may result in a plethora of advertising.
While Giroux, drawing on Lawrence Grossberg’s work, makes the point that
young people are introduced at a very early age to the world of advertising, it
isn’t clear here how this in itself can ‘turn childhood into a saleable commod-
ity’ (p. 43).
In his condemnation of marketing ploys, he offers specific examples of
advertising that uses sexually exploitative images to sell products both to
young girls and boys: he offers as examples the ways that Tesco chain of
department stores marketed a pole-dancing kit to five-year-old to 10-year-old
girls and the ways that violent films such as Alpha Dogs sells images of hyper-
masculinity to teenage boys. Yet his conclusion that ‘young people of all ages
become a captive audience for Madison Avenue advertisers’ (p. 47) slips too
easily into broad generalizations with no engagement with research that indi-
cates young people can also be sophisticated readers and users of media,
including the advertising ploys specifically targeted at them.
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The solution to such exploitation, according to Giroux, is a new form of
politics that seeks to understand how the pedagogy of commodification is
produced and circulated through forces of marketization. The need for young
people to develop a ‘willingness to struggle to protect their right to self-
government in the interest of the common good’ is the proposed means to
address this, with education ‘central to the struggle … but not limited to
schools’ (p. 65).
There is something irritating about the continual reference to ‘youth’ and
‘young people’ in this chapter. Aside from the occasional reference to ‘youth
living in poverty’, or ‘African American males’ or ‘young people of colour’,
there is little attempt to suggest the complexity and diversity that such a noun
encompasses or the complicated lives that many young people live today. Here
‘youth’ is too often treated as a homogeneous category – and constructed in
this text as either duped into being unthinking consumers or ‘disposable’
because they do not have the financial wherewithal to consume. Such a binary
ignores the rich research into young people’s lives and the choices – or indeed
the lack thereof – that they confront and deal with regularly. This is not to deny
that there are many young people living in poverty, in jail or disenfranchised.
But a more detailed, nuanced approach to the category of ‘youth’, a more situ-
ated and contextualized analysis, would have avoided the sense created here
that ‘youth’ is somehow an uncontested category.
Chapter Two, ‘Locked Up: Education and the Youth Crime Complex’,
delineates how the public school system in America has been undercut through
what Giroux calls ‘the punishing state’ – the neoliberal, conservative politics
of the past 30 years that severely underfunded or cut educational budgets,
producing increasingly limited educational and work opportunities, especially
for young people of color. Here Giroux cites some daunting statistics in
support of his claim. For example, the Children’s Defense Fund (2009) report
notes that 4.2 million children in America under the age of five live in poverty;
only 11% of black, 15% of Latino and 41% of white eighth-graders perform
at grade level in mathematics; black males ages 15–19 are about eight times
more likely to be gun homicide victims than white males; and black juveniles
are about four times as likely as their white peers to be incarcerated.
Schools too, according to this analysis, have become sites of semi-
incarceration and close surveillance, not unlike the prisons where a dispropor-
tionate number of young African-American males end up for life. Giroux refers
to this as the ‘militarizing of public schools’ and uses a range of authors to argue
that ‘public schools are increasingly viewed as sites of crime, warehouses or
containment centres’ (p. 97). He traces this historically, noting, for example,
the passing of the Federal ‘Gun-Free Schools Act’ in 1994, brought about by
high-profile school shootings. The media’s treatment of such events builds moral
outrage and reinforces the impression that schools are sites of real and potential
violence, hot-houses of drug sales and holding pens for future criminals. The
moral outrage generated by such stories brings into play over-the-top reactions
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by schooling systems to incidents of misbehaviors, including, for example, the
arrest of a fourth grade student for bringing a pair of scissors to school – viewed
as a potential weapon under a Pennsylvania state law.
That 13 year olds have been sentenced to life imprisonment after being
prosecuted as adults; that many young African-American and Latino males
will be incarcerated for life with no parole, due to the ‘three-strikes-and-
you’re-out’ law; indeed, that in Washington state, the fourth-grade reading
scores and Year 12 graduation rates are used to determine just how many
prisons will be required – these are damning examples. Such demonization/
criminalization of young people falls into what he calls in this chapter ‘penal
pedagogy’ – an indication, according to Giroux of the degree ‘to which
mainstream politicians and the American public have turned their backs on
young people in general and poor minority youth in particular’ (p. 102).
Such examples work to demonstrate how public schooling is portrayed and
perceived as failed education and how schools have become a disciplinary
arm of the state. Yet, because Giroux places such hope in education as a
means to collective action, the total lack of any counter examples of pedago-
gies of hope and resistance seems to undercut his argument for education as
a site of change. If through education, young people are to be mobilized in
the service of democratic action, a few alternative possibilities or some
explicit examples of what this does look like – and a web search of ‘critical
pedagogies’ provides some robust examples – would move this chapter
beyond what reads too often like a long list of wrongs rather than a persua-
sive argument.
For those young Americans who do graduate from high school and manage
to attain entry into a university, their prospects again are not all that optimal.
In Chapter Three, ‘Locked Out: Youth and Academic Unfreedom’, Giroux
turns his gaze to the academy and considers how corporatization, right-wing
think tanks, and the move towards militarization have warped or destroyed
much of what the university has traditionally offered to democratic citizenry.
That intellectual life of universities has been sabotaged by severe cuts to fund-
ing for public institutions, ongoing attacks on academic freedom, a downward
spiral into training for jobs, rather than education for thinking, are all viewed
by Giroux as evidence of neoliberal politics in operation.
David Horowitz, founder of Students for Academic Freedom, is discussed
in light of right-wing notions of ‘balance’ and how conservative interpreta-
tions of what this would mean in the academy, work to silence critical thinking
or negate intellectual rigor. To illustrate how demands for ‘balance’ can work
to stifle critical thinking, Giroux asks: if the Holocaust is taught, then does
equal time have to be given to holocaust deniers? He also examines the
Academic Bill of Rights, sponsored by Horowitz, which sought to ensure that
students would not be required to study anything that might be viewed as polit-
ical propaganda. That this Bill got as far as passing the House of Representa-
tives in 2006 before fading away provides ample support to the argument that
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there is an ongoing and sustained attack on the freedom of universities. Fought
on a number of fronts, the battle is particularly around who should be able to
teach in the academy and who will control the curriculum. He calls again for
intellectuals who combine critical pedagogical work with collective action:
educators as provocateurs.
While Giroux introduces and uses the concept of ‘biopolitics’ throughout
the earlier chapters, it is not until the final chapter, ‘In the Shadow of the
Gilded Age: Biopolitics in the Age of Disposability’, that he attempts to
explain, in some detail, how he has adapted the term as conceptualized by
Foucault and others. He uses both Judith Butler (2003) and Giorgio Agamben
(1998) to clarify why he sees this concept as a useful means to make sense of
the demise of America.
Foucault has stated that: 
What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it
doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and
produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which
runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative instance
whose function is repression. (1980, 119)
Yet, it is hard to see, in Giroux’s discussion of neoliberalism as a form of
governmentality, and in relation to biopolitics, how he takes account of this
notion of a ‘productive network’ that can also produce discourses of desire and
pleasure. Instead, Giroux brings a darker interpretation to his discussion of
biopolitics, citing Giorgio Agamben’s work: 
According to Agamben, state power as a mode of biopolitics is irreparably tied
to the forces of death, abandonment and the production of “bare life”
(Agamben, p.166) whose ultimate incarnation is the Holocaust with its ominous
specter of the concentration camp … the Nazi death camps become the primary
exemplar of control, the new space of contemporary politics … (Agamben
1998, 169–170)
By way of illustrating this definition of biopolitics, he argues the Bush govern-
ment’s response to Hurricane Katrina as ‘the politics of disposability’. This
seems an exaggerated reading. Admittedly, the destruction caused by a natural
disaster was exacerbated by incompetent or indifferent leadership. However,
closer analysis of the multiple and fragmented acts that led to such a horrific
tragedy is required to sustain the claim that Katrina’s aftermath was compara-
ble with the evil intentionality that created Nazi death camps.
Two more authors’ who use the concept of ‘biopolitics’ are also referred to
in this chapter: the works of Randy Martin (2007) and of Jean Comaroff
(2007) are cited to suggest the bleak and debilitating ways in which ‘biopoli-
tics’, as theorized by Agamben, operates. Giroux notes that ‘Jean Comaroff
also finds the cynicism pervading notions of biopolitics such as Agamben’s
concept of “bare life” risks cutting off ongoing struggles and forms of resis-
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tance before they can be understood and explored’ (p. 184). Yet, Giroux
himself stands in danger of doing just this in his constituting neoliberalism as
a sort of metanarrative of all that is wrong with America today. Neoliberalism
here reads as an exemplar of a totalitarian regime. As defined by Giroux, this
is an oppressive and all-encompassing form of power from which there
appears to be little hope of escape or redress.
By the final chapter, despite his reiterations that ‘there is a growing need
for modes of critique that … embrace a politics of possibility that engenders
a counter-politics of resistance’ (p. 186), there are few if any examples of
what the politics of possibility might look like, at the ground level, or
through the eyes of those who are young and on whose behalf he purports to
argue. He does include brief references to a number of student groups, work-
ers’ groups, ‘transnational feminism and collective struggles’, but quickly
questions whether such groups will have any effect on ‘the Obama regime’
(p. 187).
In the end, for me, it is Giroux’s unremitting, pile-driving repetition of
the list of wrongs promulgated by corporate CEOs and American govern-
ments of the past 30 years, without a sustained examination of the contradic-
tions and struggles inherent in any assessment of a country as diverse and
complex as the United States, that is disappointing. By way of example: that
the Supreme Court intervened to decide the outcome of the 2000 presidential
election was because at least immediately following the election there
appeared to be a draw. That meant one-half of those Americans who did
vote, voted against Bush. That such an intervention occurred is a cause for
deep concern and can be understood to support Giroux’s analyses of the
power and control exerted by neoliberalists in their determination to hold
tight to their own agendas. However, it is possible to argue that the election
of Obama eight years later was at least in part due to a collective response to
what happened in 2000 by a majority of Americans. The left in the political
arena was able to utilize the power of the Internet as a popular media to
build and support a coalition. This suggests that the state of play in Ameri-
can democracy is still one of contestation and dispute: perhaps illustrative of
the sort of struggle that Giroux calls for so often in this book? That there is
so little attention paid to how such struggles play out, or to the contributions
of young people who do work for change, means the story told here is one of
unrelieved gloom and doom.
It is unfair to shoot the messenger – and in his erudite way, Giroux brings
together a wide range of like-minded theorists to demonstrate his assessment
of contemporary American politics, and American institutions in the first
decade of the twenty-first century. For those who are unfamiliar with Giroux’s
perspective and body of work, Youth in a Suspect Society provides a stimulat-
ing critical reading of contemporary political, social and economic events in
the United States. As well, it serves as an introduction to a wide range of key
social theorists. For those wanting a closer analyses of how young people live
D
o
w
n
lo
ad
ed
 B
y:
 [
De
ak
in
 U
ni
ve
rs
it
y]
 A
t:
 0
0:
23
 1
0 
De
ce
mb
er
 2
01
0
834  Extended review 
their lives, make meaning of their worlds – indeed, how contemporary resis-
tance movements in which young people are agents of change operate as other
modes of biopolitical action – this is not the book.
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